Key independent scientific advisory bodies, amongst many others, are being closed down as the government seeks major cuts in spending. Nigel Williams reports.
As part of its plans to reduce substantially public spending, the UK is disbanding many of the advisory bodies it has traditionally paid to provide independent advice on a wide range of issues. Amongst these, two have been key in providing scientific advice.
The Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) was established in 1991 as a source of expertise on assisted fertilisation and human embryo research. But, to the concern of many, the government has now decided to close it down. In a brief statement in response to the decision, the HFEA said that the statutory functions of the body would be transferred to other health bodies, in particular the Care Quality Commission. "IVF needs to be effectively regulated and the current system has served the public, patients and licensed centres well," the chair of the HFEA, Lisa Jardine said.
Perhaps the most significant achievement of the body was the work it did to help establish the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act last year. Large parts of the Act "have seen parliament bring into law many areas where the HFEA has developed policy, as science and society have evolved," the body said.
"Legislation, including regulating the creation of human embryos outside the body, banning sex selection for non-medical reasons, provisions clarifying the scope of embryo research and making it easier to do follow up research using HFEA data," were all introduced in the Act as a result of HFEA's work.
The HFEA also steered through controversial support for two licences from King's College London and Newcastle University to create animal-human embryos for research, two years ago. They offered one-year licences subject to a series of detailed conditions of use.
The closure of the authority has raised worries. "The HFEA regulates fertility organisations, puts ideas out to consultation, does what they call Pioneering: The Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority has led the way in paving the UK's progressive legislation on human embryo cells, as shown here, but will be closed down at the end of this parliament. (Picture: Miodrag Stojkovic/Science Photo Library.) 'horizon scanning' for biotechnology advances and provides information," wrote Zoe Williams in The Guardian. Donna Dickenson, emeritus professor of medical ethics at the University of London, said that a fundamental part of the HFEA's work is consultative, taking the cultural temperature on issues like animal-human hybrid embryos. "We don't have a statutory national ethic commission. Almost every other European country does," she says.
"Putting a value on the subtle negotiations between science, government, public opinion and ethics is not easy," writes Williams. "But we can say for certain they are not without value."
Another major body being closed down is the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution (RCEP). Set up in 1970, it has reported on a wide range of issues, from nuclear power and the environment, the release of genetically modified organisms, and freshwater quality, to its latest study on the environmental impact of demographic change. It is led by the ecologist Sir John Lawton with members of considerable expertise.
But Caroline Spelman, the government's environment secretary, announced last month the closure of several advisory bodies, including the RCEP.
"Times have changed since many of these bodies were set up and much of what they do is now everyday government business," she said. Tourism to the Galápagos Islands, located some 1,000 km off the coast of Ecuador, started very slowly. In 1535 the Bishop of Panama landed there, although he intended to travel to Peru and lost his way. Three hundred years later Charles Darwin arrived at the archipelago and stayed for five weeks, studying the area's unusual wildlife, which became a crucial influence on his theories of evolution. Due to the absence of mammalian predators, the fauna on the islands is dominated by reptiles, including giant tortoises and a variety of iguanas, and a multitude of bird species, including the finches that Darwin famously studied.
Ecuador, which claimed the islands in 1832, sent a few settlers and prisoners there. In 1959, after the last penal colony closed, most of the surface area of the islands became a national park. The Charles Darwin Research Station began operating in 1964, and, by the end of the 60s, visitors began to arrive in their thousands.
With the tourist influx swelling to around 60,000 annually by the end of the century, more settlers arrived hoping to make a living in the tourism
Fears over new Galápagos status
Unesco's decision to remove the iconic islands from the list of threatened heritage sites has drawn mixed reactions. Michael Gross reports.
Threatened: The loss of Unesco status for the Galápagos Islands is causing concern about their future. (Picture: Robert Brown/Photolibrary.)
